1.
G.E.M. Anscombe, Intention (Blackwell, 1957) . 2.
Indeed, philosophers in contemporary debates often talk indiscriminately of reasons and intentions as the causes of actions, though Anscombe would have objected to both.
jumped because you wanted to reach a book on a shelf and thought that you might do so by jumping, it would be a mistake, she argued, to think of that reason as the cause of your action. In 'Actions, Reasons and Causes', however, Davidson argued that, on this point, the Wittgensteinians had overstated their case; that reasons for action are mental causes; that reason explanations are a species of causal explanation; and, indeed, that this was not only Aristotle's but also the common-sense, pre-philosophical view. In fact, although he had been much influenced by Anscombe, the central claim of Davidson's paper was a doctrine she had explicitly rejected, namely, that when an agent acts for a reason, his reason causes his action and that the 'because' of reason explanations of actions is a causal 'because'. Davidson's Causal Theory of Action was widely accepted even though it faced a number of difficulties-difficulties which, as its defenders acknowledged, had little to do with any anticausalist qualms inspired by Ryle or Wittgenstein. 5 The two main difficulties identified after Davidson had purportedly given the death-blow to anti-causalism in the theory of action were (i) the so-called problem of deviant causal chains (which Davidson himself first pointed out); and (ii) the problem of the irrelevancy of the mental (which Davidson denied to be a problem). I'll explain each in turn.
Part of Davidson's argument for the causal theory was that the only way to distinguish between acting for a reason and acting in a way that is merely consistent with a reason is by invoking the concept of causation. According to Davidson, what distinguishes the two kinds of case is that only in the former the reason causes the action. However, as Davidson himself realised, invoking causation may be necessary but it is certainly not sufficient to provide an account of what it is for an agent to act for a reason. For an action might be caused by a reason that rationalises it, in the sense specified above, without its being true that the agent acted for that reason. The reason, it turned out, must not only cause the action: it must cause it in the right way.
The second difficulty for the causal theory is that it appears to generate a dilemma: it either makes actions causally over-determined or it makes the mental irrelevant, or 'epiphenomenal'. According to the standard causal theory, actions are events caused by reasons, which are mental events (or states). But actions, which are typically conceived of as physiological events, are, we know, caused by other physiological and neural events. It follows that either reasons are identical to those neuro-physiological events that cause actions-in which case the status of reason-giving explanations seems compromised (mental causation seems superfluous); or they are not identical to those neuro-physiological events -in which case it follows that every action is causally overdetermined. Most contemporary philosophers reject the possibility of 'massive causal overdetermination'. As a result, the capacity of reasons to explain actions is thrown into doubt. This conclusion has been expressed differently by different authors: as the claim that reason explanations have only pragmatic value, that the mental is causally irrelevant, or epiphenomenal,
5.
Qualms that have continued to inspire anti-causalists. See, e.g., J. Haldane, 'Some Metaphysical Presuppositions of Agency ' Heythrop Journal, 35 (1994) that mental properties have no causal role, or are inert, etc. In short, as the somewhat tired slogan goes, the conclusion seems to be that 'mind does not matter '. 6 Subsequent attempts to 'make mind matter' (in both senses of the expression) were therefore construed as attempts to explain how the mental properties or features of certain neurophysiological events and states could be shown to have causal efficacy and hence explanatory import. This problem help generate an intense dispute over a related but separate question, namely, the question of whether the content of mental states is 'broad' or 'narrow' (i.e. whether, or to what extent, the constitution of an agent's environment determines what his mental states, such as his beliefs and wants, are about), as held by externalists and internalists in the philosophy of mind respectively. So, although the problem of mental causation arose within the context of the philosophy of action, it quickly became a general problem in the philosophy of mind.
A number of philosophers have argued that the problem of mental causation arises only when the doctrine that reason explanations are causal is combined with independent theoretical commitments, in particular a commitment to certain versions of physicalism which involve what might be called a 'naturalising ambition' that seeks to reduce, in one way or another, mental causation and explanation to physical causation and explanation; or, in a different idiom, the personal to the impersonal point of view. Recently, some of the debates that dominated earlier work in the theory of action (such as the individuation of action) have subsided. Others (for example the problem of mental causation) have continued, but their scope has widened beyond the confines of the theory of action. In the meantime, other topics have grabbed the limelight in the literature. One common feature of more recent debates is that they tend to concern questions at the intersection of the philosophy of action and ethics, or more generally, issues of normativity. In what follows, I shall outline the shape of the debates over three issues that have attracted a good deal of attention in recent work in this field. Each of these issues falls roughly under each of the main headings outlined in the introduction. They are: omissions; the nature of motivating reasons and their relation to normative reasons in action; and the role of the agent in the production and explanation of actions.
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Some of the seminal papers in this debate were collected in J. 
III
The debate about the nature of actions, which saw a flurry of papers in the 70s and 80s, continued in a more muted tone in the past fifteen years, though fewer authors concerned themselves with the individuation and location of actions, and many more wondered more generally whether actions are best conceived of according to the prevailing doctrine. 8 But as the debate over the metaphysics of actions waned, that over the metaphysics of omissions waxed. Previous accounts of action inspired by Davidson, when they dealt with omissions at all, dealt with them mostly as an afterthought.
9 But omissions are part of the behaviour of agents to which Anscombe's question, properly modified, can be given application, for sometimes agents omit to do things intentionally and for a reason. Moreover, omissions, and their outcomes, are certainly the subject matter for questions about causal and moral responsibility. And the questions of what an omission is and what distinguishes intentional and non-intentional omissions, as well as being interesting in their own right, are potentially illuminating for the corresponding questions about actions. Omissions, then, fall squarely within the range of behaviour that is the province of the philosophy of action.
Some philosophers write as if any example of an agent's not doing something is an omission but it is clear that Anscombe's question 'Why?' cannot be given proper application to all notdoings. Following Bernard Williams we might characterise an omission as an agent's not doing something that there was a 'normative expectation' for him to do; 10 where a normative expectation arises from factors such as the agent's identity, circumstances, role, freely entered commitments, etc., and has the force of an 'ought'. This gives omissions a normative (but not necessarily moral) dimension.
As well as the general question of what counts as an omission, philosophers have disagreed about the question of whether, given their 'negative' character, omissions can be said to cause anything, and have also reflected on whether there is any morally significant difference between 8.
Thus, some philosophers have argued that actions are not motions of the body but their causes, or events of some kind suitably related to those movements. actions and omissions, or between making something happen and allowing it to happen. 11 One issue that thinking about omissions raises with special urgency is that of the relation between causal and moral responsibility. When one thinks of 'positive' actions, it seems reasonable to say that, for someone to be held morally responsible for an event, they must have contributed, however indirectly, to the causing of that event. But this is not so clear when we turn to omissions. For it is arguable that an agent might be held to be morally responsible for an event that he did not contribute to causing-in the sense that it is not possible to trace a causal chain going from the event to something the agent did-if the agent failed to prevent the event through an omission. In other words, it seems that merely allowing an event to happen could, when certain conditions obtain, suffice to attribute some moral responsibility for that event to the agent that allows it to happen. (The classic example is that of allowing a child to drown when one (knew that one) could have saved her without endangering one's life, even when one had no causal responsibility for her present predicament.)
Philosophers have disagreed about what we should conclude from this. Some see this as proof that causal responsibility is not a condition for moral responsibility (this view may be strengthened by the conviction that omissions, being 'negative' events, can not be causes).
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Some, who think that moral responsibility requires causal responsibility, argue that the mere fact that the agent could have prevented an event (subject to certain conditions concerning awareness, etc.) makes him causally, and hence morally, responsible for it. A more moderate position argues that an omission may sometimes be said to contribute to the causing of an event on the grounds that (i) the occurrence of the event is counterfactually dependent on the omission, and (ii) the omission is sufficiently 'salient' to contribute to explain the occurrence of the event.
13 It has been maintained that this does not show that omissions (and absences in general) are causes but merely that they figure in causal explanations, for instance, as salient features of the background conditions or situation. I cannot go into this issue here. But whatever one says about the general question of 'causation by absence', it seems there is something distinctive about the causal relevance of omissions compared to that of other lacks and absences, and it is this: the causal relevance of an omission is generally a direct result of normative considerations. That is, an omission's salience in the causal explanation of an event is typically directly proportional to the strictness of the normative expectation that the agent would prevent that event (or do what might have prevented the event). And this, in turn, suggests that in the case of some omissions, the causal-moral dependence typical of actions is reversed: the inclination to attribute causal responsibility for an event depends, partly, on whether the agent is thought to be morally responsible for the event-a claim most plausibly made in examples of negligence of professional duty or of duties of care.
14 Another issue where reflection on omissions has been said to undermine accepted views about actions concerns the question of free will and moral responsibility. In a paper published in 1969, Harry Frankfurt initiated a debate about the relation between moral responsibility and the possibility to do otherwise (what became known as the 'Principle of Alternative Possibilities'). 15 In that paper Frankfurt argued against the view that a person is morally responsible for what he has done only if he could have done otherwise. Some philosophers responded that, even if the requirement does not apply to actions, it does apply to omissions and that this shows that there is a moral asymmetry between actions and omissions. The debate continued through the 1990s. 16 Since this issue is more directly related to the notion of agential control, I shall examine it in the following section. Before turning to that topic, however, I should like to conclude with a few remarks about the significance of omissions for the theory of action.
The above discussion of omissions says little about intentions and reasons but it is clear that, sometimes, an agent may intentionally omit to do something for a reason. There is, then, further work to be done on omissions, in particular, in understanding the relation between an agent's reason for omitting to do something and his omission. And part of that work, no doubt, will involve exploring the extent to which the resources of the causal theory of action can be deployed in understanding the relation between an agent's reasons and his omissions.
IV
The causal theory of action, though still undoubtedly dominant, has been challenged more or less explicitly by a number of philosophers. 17 Some have objected to the idea that reasons for action are the right kind of thing to be mental causes-I return to this problem in section V. But one of the most salient issues discussed in relation to the standard causal theory of action is the question of whether it ultimately leaves the agent 'out of the picture'. The causal theory, the worry goes, makes the agent appear, at most, as the locus in which the events (or states) that constitute his reasons and actions take place; so, on this picture, the agent seems to be passive. This objection, if right, is worrying because, after all, the causal theory was meant as an account of what it is for someone to act for a reason. Many have thought that, unless it can find a more prominent role for the agent, the causal theory fails to show the basis on which agents could be thought to act freely or be morally responsible for their actions. Some have thought this objection a good reason to revisit the concept of agent-causation, that is, the view that there is an irreducible relation between an agent and her actions. 18 But most contemporary philosophers tend to be highly suspicious of the concept of agent-causation, as they think it is conceptually suspect or in any case superfluous-because, they claim, agentcausation is reducible to event-causation. 19 Among these, many have tried to show how the causal theory can accord the agent the required prominence, a task in which they have often been inspired by an idea originating in Harry Frankfurt, namely that what characterises agents (or persons) is their capacity for second-order mental states. 20 Frankfurt then developed an account of agency in terms of 'identification': an action is properly an agent's if the latter identifies with the 'springs of his action'. Since then, many philosophers have developed 'hierarchical' accounts of agency incorporating this idea. 21 But it is important to note that the focus of such accounts is often a concern with free will and moral responsibility; that is, with specifying the conditions under which an agent can be said to have performed a free action, an action for which he can be held to be morally responsible. The causal theory, then, seems to aggravate the alleged incompatibility between freedom (and moral responsibility) and determinism. For if, as the prevalent version of the theory holds, actions are caused by reasons (or intentions) and causation is a law-like relation between events, there appears to be no room for the agent to exercise free choice. In other words, if causes necessitate their effects and if reasons are causes, then reasons necessitate their effects, namely actions. But then agents cannot be said to be free unless they have some control over the occurrence of those events (and obtaining of those states) that constitute their reasons; if agents lack such control, then it is not clear, some argue, that they can ever be free or be held to be morally responsible for their actions.
This debate cannot be said to be new. However, the abundant recent literature on the topic has a distinctive flavour because of the prominence it gives to the concepts of control and autonomy.
22 As well as the familiar camps in which philosophers have traditionally set their tents (incompatibilist, compatibilist, libertarian, and determinist) a new divide has been introduced into the debate: that between 'historicists' and 'ahistoricists' (also called 'externalists' and 'internalists'). This divide represents a disagreement about the importance of the aetiology (or 'causal history') of an agent's attitudes and actions. For the ahistoricists (of whom Frankfurt can be thought of as the standard-bearer) what matters for free will and responsibility is whether an agent 'identifies' with the desires that bring about the action. Their opponents claim that the question of how an agent came to have the desires she has, and in particular how much control she had over this, as well as over the causation of her action, must be relevant to issues of moral responsibility. 23 Because of the variety and complexity of the issues involved, and because of the sheer volume of literature, anything like a proper review of recent debates about free will and autonomy is simply beyond the scope of this kind of survey.
24 I shall finish this section by highlighting two features that distinguish it from earlier debates. One is that, as mentioned, the debate has been much influenced by Frankfurt's challenge to the view that moral responsibility requires 'alternative possibilities'. 25 There is, however, a fundamental question mark over the cogency of much of this debate. Much ink has been spent on whether Frankfurt's challenge succeeds, in particular whether the kind of example he introduced meets two conditions required for the challenge to succeed, namely (i) that the agent is morally responsible for the outcome; and (ii) that the agent could not have done otherwise. Contributors to this discussion often rely on 'thought-experiments' involving the idea of someone's being caused to decide to do something (or caused to do it) through the causing of events in their brains (whether by another agent or by something else). It is not, however, clear that the notion of someone's being caused to decide in this way is coherent: why call what results from such brain manipulation a decision, or the subsequent bodily movements an action?
26 Until this issue is settled, it is impossible to assess arguments that make free use of such thought experiments.
The other, more positive feature of the current debate on free will, is that it is often informed by the insight that free action must be, in some substantial sense, action that comes about as a result of the agent's responsiveness to reasons. This brings me to the final section of this paper.
V
One distinctive development in the theory of action has been stimulated by work in the area of practical reason and normativity, and has resulted in a re-examination of the nature of reasons for action. I conclude this paper with some remarks about that development.
Since the 1960s, most philosophers working in the theory of action assume that the reason why someone acts, what is often called their 'motivating' (or 'explanatory') reason, should be understood as consisting of a belief and a desire. Beliefs and desires, in turn, are usually thought of as 'propositional attitudes': mental states of agents that consist in their taking certain attitudes to propositions (or to otherwise characterised 'contents'). Thus, a reason is typically construed as a mental state (or a combination or mental states) with a content, with the capacity (perhaps with the help of some triggering event) to cause events (actions, or intentions that in turn cause actions). In recent years, scepticism concerning this conception of reasons for action has grown, fuelled by several concerns. 'Frankfurt Style Cases', Southwest Philosophy Review, 19 (2003), pp. 221-229. On the one hand, the question has been raised whether beliefs and desires are best thought of as mental states.
27 Doubt has also been thrown on the idea that motivating reasons can be mental entities of any kind (such as beliefs and desires). This doubt has largely arisen from considerations about the nature of normative reasons (the reasons there are for agents to act) and their relation to motivating reasons.
A number of philosophers working on ethics and practical reason have emphasised the importance of the normative aspect of reasons for action. 28 Discussions of normative reasons have been concerned with a range of questions about, among other things, the connection between rationality, desires, value and normativity. Whatever the answer to those questions might be, these debates have led some philosophers to emphasise the 'reality' of normative reasons; that is, it has led them to emphasize that normative reasons are facts or states of affairs, 'ways the world is', such as that someone is ill or that you made a promise. And this conception of normative reasons, in turn, has had an impact on their thinking about motivating reasons.
Thus, a small but growing minority of philosophers have argued that reflection on the relation between normative and motivating reasons suggests that motivating reasons themselves, the reasons why people actually (decide to) act, cannot be mental states, or indeed psychological entities of any type. The reasoning behind this conclusion varies but, whatever their grounds for holding it, these philosophers agree that the reasons that motivate agents are not mental states, but rather aspects of reality. 29 Or, to put the point differently, what motivates an agent is not that he believed something but rather what he believed. We are motivated, they say, by what we believe, e.g. that your sister is ill, and not by our believing it. And what we believe, i.e. that your sister is ill, is not a mental state. And while, traditionally, this might have been taken to be the result of a confusion between normative and motivating reasons, these philosophers insist that this view is not the result of confusion but rather of the realisation that normative and motivating reasons must be closer in character than they have traditionally been supposed to be.
Defenders of the orthodoxy might respond that such considerations can be accommodated by the traditional view: we just need to think of motivating reasons as the contents of mental states, i.e. the contents of beliefs and desires. Many among the minority reject the claim that this move can accommodate their insights about motivating reasons. But even if it could, this move does not seem to rescue the traditional view that motivating reasons are mental states. For, if motivating reasons are the contents of mental states, it seems to follow that motivating reasons are not mental states: the content of a mental state is not a mental state. 30 Thus, considerations about normativity have led some philosophers to question the traditional view of reasons as mental states with causal powers. Perhaps a way of putting the issue is the following. If we think about the connection between reasons and actions while focusing on the explanation of action, the idea that reasons for action are psychological states that play a causal role in the production of action seems appealing, although we're left with the dual-aspect problem of mental causation: the question of whether every action is over-determined and the problem of the 'causal relevance of the mental'. If, on the other hand, we think about the connection between them while focusing on normativity and motivation, the idea that motivating reasons could be mental states loses much of its plausibility though, now, we are left with the need to explain the connection between motivation and psychological explanation. In short, reflection about normative and motivating reasons suggests that we need to think afresh about the connection between deliberation, normativity, motivation and reason explanation.
Conclusion
I said at the beginning of this article that the very idea of a subject called 'the philosophy of action' is rather new, but added that this is not because the problems it deals with are of recent invention. In this survey I have mentioned only some of those problems, and have been able to give no more than an indication of some of the issues which have preoccupied philosophers in this area in the past decade or so. There are some important topics I have not even mentioned, such as the problem of akrasia, the role of emotion in human action, the topics of collective or social action, rationality and rational choice, etc.
One distinctive characteristic of the philosophy of action is that it has very vague boundaries, because the questions at the core of its agenda often cannot be answered without delving into other areas of philosophy, such as metaphysics, the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of language, ethics, and legal philosophy. At different times, different questions have occupied centre-stage in the philosophy of action, and therefore the debates have been more closely tied to this or that area in philosophy. Thus, while debates in the 1970s and 1980s were dominated by issues to do with the metaphysics of events and of causation, and with the philosophy of language and logic, more recent debates have focused on issues more or less directly related to moral philosophy and normativity. What makes this area somewhat unwieldy is also what makes it so exciting: it deals with some of the most important questions that, not just philosophers (indeed all of the great philosophers), but 'ordinary' people have been asking themselves for centuries. And it deals with them in ways that transcend not just the boundaries of its subject matter, but the boundaries of what might be called merely 'academic' pursuits.
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